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       Lifelessness: Jesus came that we might have life and have it abundantly. Critical to any
outworking of church life is first having an inner life to work out. Technically correct church
practice without the wine of the Spirit is a hollow shell. It is dry, seasoned wood, all stacked up,
with no fire. Jesus is the Vine and we are the branches. Apart from Jesus we can no nothing. It is
folly to give attention to outward perfection while neglecting that which is vital—a daily walk
with the risen Lord. Jesus is the reality; apostolic church practice is the application of that reality.
       License: A temptation for those who truly possess the inner reality of life in Jesus is to treat
its outward expression as a matter of liberty. Having the greater (the wine), they feel that they
themselves are competent to decide in lesser matters (the wineskin). They believe they have a
license from the Spirit to do whatever they please with the outward form. To be bound by the
ways of the apostles is seen as mindless mimicking. However, Jesus warned that pouring new
wine into the wrong container could lead to the loss of the wine (Mt 9:17). Do we really know
better than the apostles how to organize churches? Specifically with reference to church practice,
Paul admonished, “If anyone thinks that he is a prophet, or spiritual, he should acknowledge that
the things I am writing to you are a command of the Lord” (1Co 14:37).
       Legalism: Beware of making patterns out of silence. Some are convinced that we should
follow New Testament patterns, but further that we have no freedom to do anything that was not
done by the early church. They believe that if a practice is not found in the New Testament, then
we can’t do it; it is forbidden. For instance, if the New Testament is silent about using musical
instruments, then they must not be used. This is known as the regulative principle.  In response,
it must first be pointed out that the lack of mention of a practice is not proof the early church did
not practice it. Second, this negative approach is essentially a form of legalism and leads easily
to a judgmental spirit. Instead of seeking to positively follow clear New Testament patterns,
advocates of this negative hermeneutic are best known for all the things they are against. Finally,
if the regulative principle is the right approach, then why did Jesus participate in the festival of
Hanukkah and synagogue system, both of which were extra-biblical, inter-testament historical
developments?
       The Roman world is gone forever. There is a big difference between holding to apostolic
tradition versus mindlessly copying everything seen in the New Testament (wearing sandals and
togas, writing on parchment, reading by oil lamps, etc.). The key is to focus on New Testament
church practice. We must also beware of making patterns out of things that are not patterns in the
New Testament. For instance, the Christian communalism of Acts 4 was a onetime event for a
single church. It is an option for believers of any age, but it is neither a command nor a Scriptural
pattern.
       Liberty: Instead of the regulative principle, adopt a normal hermeneutic that insists the
church normally holds to those practices clearly followed by the early church. Matters of silence
are matters of freedom. If the Bible is silent about something—if there is neither command nor
pattern to follow—then we have the liberty to do whatever suits us (following the leading of the
Holy Spirit).  
       Are there ever any good reasons for going against New Testament patterns? Moses told the
Israelites to observe a Saturday Sabbath—violating it was a capital offense. However, if an ox
was in the ditch, it was acceptable to work on the Sabbath. Jesus—the Lord of the Sabbath
—clarified that it was also always appropriate to do good works on the Sabbath. He further
taught how the Sabbath was made for man and not man for the Sabbath. So too, the examples
found in the New Testament are there for the sake of the church, not vice versa. Scripture
indicates we are generally to keep the patterns laid down by the apostles. However, there are
times when there will be extenuating circumstances that argue against keeping some of the
patterns. Just don’t let the exception become the rule.
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